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Losing Jesus 
 

Luke 2: 41-52 

 
41 Now every year his parents went to Jerusalem for the festival of the Passover. 42And when 

he was twelve years old, they went up as usual for the festival. 43When the festival was 

ended and they started to return, the boy Jesus stayed behind in Jerusalem, but his parents 

did not know it. 44Assuming that he was in the group of travellers, they went a day’s journey. 

Then they started to look for him among their relatives and friends. 45When they did not find 

him, they returned to Jerusalem to search for him. 46After three days they found him in the 

temple, sitting among the teachers, listening to them and asking them questions. 47And all 

who heard him were amazed at his understanding and his answers. 48When his parents* saw 

him they were astonished; and his mother said to him, ‘Child, why have you treated us like 

this? Look, your father and I have been searching for you in great anxiety.’ 49He said to them, 

‘Why were you searching for me? Did you not know that I must be in my Father’s house?’* 
50But they did not understand what he said to them. 51Then he went down with them and 

came to Nazareth, and was obedient to them. His mother treasured all these things in her 

heart.  52 And Jesus increased in wisdom and in years,* and in divine and human favour. 

 

Prayer for illumination 

 

From the first day you’ve cared for us, shaping the soul, by your Spirit through long ages, 

knowing us well, grieving our sins and sharing joys, loving us all.   Now you know us in a new 

way, in our flesh, cradled in a young mother’s arms, help us to know you in a new way, 

tasting all of our hopes and fears. 

 

 

LOSING JESUS 

 

Luke 2: 41-52 

 

  

INTRODUCTION 

 

I once saw a sign in a coffee shop: It read: “Unattended children will be given a free 

espresso and a puppy.”  That’s pretty harsh punishment to distracted parents.  It would 

definitely get my attention.   Yours too!? 
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Everybody loses track of their kids sometimes.  One day, the phone rang, and a little boy 

answered. "May I speak to your parents?"  "They're busy." "Oh. Is anybody else there?" "The 

Police" "Can I speak to them?" "They're busy." "Oh. Is anybody else there?" "The Firemen " 

"Can I speak to them?" "They're busy." 

"So let me get this straight -- your parents, the police, and the firemen are there, but they're 

all busy? What are they doing?"  … "Lookin for me." 

 

Have you ever heard the term Elopement?  Besides referring to couples who run away to get 

married, elopement refers to the wandering behaviors of children on the Autism Spectrum 

and elderly persons who are often referred to as receiving “memory care.”  Children on the 

autism spectrum are four times more likely to wander off, not due to inattentive parenting, 

but they get curious and are often distracted.  Our eldest daughter Jenn is on the autism 

spectrum.  We dealt with episodes of not being able to find her.  Nothing strikes fear into the 

heart of a parent than not being able to find their child. 

 

According to the FBI, in 2017 there were 464,324 NCIC entries for missing children.  Similarly, in 

2016, the total number of missing children entries into NCIC was 465,676. Everybody loses 

track of their kids sometimes. And today’s Biblical text should make anyone who does lose 

track for a minute—or maybe more than a minute—try 5 days—feel a little better about 

themselves, because if happened to Mary and Joseph too. 

 

Every year they went to the temple to celebrate the Passover. It was a long journey, and 

they probably let the young Jesus spend time with cousins and aunts and uncles and 

whoever else promised to look after him. The scene would not have been too different from 

going to any large scale cultural or sports event  — people milling everywhere, lots of noise, 

lots of celebration, and more than a little chaos. 

 

After the Passover observance, Mary and Joseph set out for home among the many other 

pilgrims, assuming Jesus was with friends or relatives.  They travelled a full day and realized he 

had not checked in. They began to search for him.  By the time they re-traced their steps 

Jesus would have been missing for two days. Then they scoured the city for three more days. 

Can you even imagine the fear and panic they experienced? 

 

Luke tells us they found him sitting in the temple among the teachers, listening and asking 

questions, totally absorbed. Mary cries out: “Child, why have you treated us like this? Your 

father and I have been searching for you—we’ve been so worried!” Jesus replies, “Why were 

you searching for me? Didn’t you know I had to be in my father’s house?”  Rattled, but also 

relieved, Mary and Joseph did not understand what he meant. They probably shook their 

heads and led him away, lecturing about not wandering without Mom or Dad. 

 

In this story, the gospel writer Luke isn’t just filling in details of Jesus’ life between his birth and 

adulthood. Luke is trying to convey some important ideas here.  Let’s try to ore some of them 

out. 

  

I 

First, Luke aligns Jesus with the prophetic tradition of Israel.  Just like young Samuel in the Old 

Testament, he hangs out in the Temple and “grows in wisdom and in stature and in favor with 



people and God.”  In this way Luke conveys that Jesus is the fulfillment of all prophetic hope, 

that he is the Messiah. 

  

II 

Second, Luke portrays Jesus as unique, even a bit of a mystery even to his own parents. 

 

III 

And third, Luke does not want it lost on us that Jesus was missing for three days. The 

reference to three days is no coincidence.  Years later, he will be lost for three days in the 

tomb and then found, found most unexpectedly.   Mary and Joseph may have lost Jesus, 

but in Luke’s gospel, 

 

LOSING JESUS 

Before you or I find Jesus, we may need to lose him. What I mean is this: most of us here have 

grown up with mental images of Jesus that can inhibit us. We may be so convinced we know 

who Jesus is that we can’t be surprised by him. We all have a Jesus or two we need to lose 

before we can find him. 

  

 

NICE-GUY-JESUS 

I can think of three images of Jesus that we need to lose. The first Jesus we need to lose I call 

“Nice Guy Jesus.” This Jesus is pictured as a nice man who did some good things and 

inspired others to be nice and decent. He always smiled and carried lambs and coddled 

children.  He never got mad, and he never did anything that should have caused others to 

get mad at him.   It’s probably best that you lose that Jesus.  He doesn’t change the world. 

He doesn’t change our lives. 

 

  

JUST-LIKE-ME-JESUS 

The second Jesus I think we need to lose is the “Just-Like-Me Jesus.” This Jesus is always 

current. He’s not really historically situated. He’s not living in 1st Century Palestine; his interests 

and focus are not those of a people under Roman oppression.  This Jesus has questions just 

like mine, and he answers those questions just like I do. He basically agrees with me on 

everything that matters, and that’s why he’s so easy for me to get along with.  Paul Tillich 

once said, “For many pious people of every generation, the love of God is the other side of 

the hatred of life.”[1]  Do you know people like that, people whose piety registers as hatred 

or bitterness; or sometimes simply sanctified meanness? The Just-Like-Me Jesus person is the 

one who essentially says: “Jesus Loves Me, but can’t stand you…!”  The Just-like-me-Jesus 

produces a pinched and tiny spirit ever seeking legitimate its own smallness by trumpeting 

God’s commendation of their surly petulance.  Loose that Jesus. 

 

  

NOTHING-LIKE-ME-JESUS 

The last Jesus I think we need to lose is the opposite of “Just-Like-Me Jesus.” 

 

He’s “Nothing-Like-Me Jesus.”  This is the Jesus, who floats around the world in a spiritual haze, 

his piercing eyes focused always on another world. He’s the Jesus who knows everything all 

the time and therefore doesn’t struggle like you and I do. He doesn’t get tired— he doesn’t 



feel hunger or pain or longing for companions or fear or irritation.   He doesn’t feel what we 

feel or face what we face. 

 

Lose that Jesus, too. 

 

Lose Nice-Guy Jesus. Lose Just-Like-Me Jesus. Lose the Nothing-Like-Me, Out of touch with 

the real world Jesus. And when you lose them—who will you find? I can’t exactly tell you. 

 

But I can make two suggestions. When Luke tells his story of the losing and finding of Jesus, he 

ends it by telling how Jesus continued to grow, and how Mary continued to turn these events 

over and over in her mind. Luke tells this story and then points us to the rest of his gospel, 

which is full of all kinds of revelation. 

 

 

CONCLUSION 

 

Now that we have embraced his birth, enter 2019 to embrace his life and the life abundant 

he wants for you.  When you do that, you’ll do more than find. You will also be found. And 

may this coming year be to you a losing year, and a finding year, and a year of being found. 

 

  

CLOSING PRAYER 

 

Precious Jesus, you come as a Savior to the lost. 

Come to all who have lost heart, lost hope, lost patience, lost time. 

Find us, we pray, where we are lost. As you find us, help us to find you.  

- in the silence of the gray morning 

- in the sweet smile of a child; 

- in the dark starry sky 

- in the warm handshake of a friend; 

- in the familiar Christmas narrative 

- in the story of a stranger; 

 

-even in the faces of our enemies -  Immanuel, God with us – may we find you in our own 

hearts. 

 

 

[1] Paul Tillich, The New Being (New York: Scribners, 1955) , p. 11 

 

 

 


